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Abstract

Events and changes that happened during the Migration Period affected the
demographic image of the Central Balkans and shaped cross-cultural commu-
nications between the people who used to live there with those who arrived.
Also, religious transformations were reflected in visual culture of the time
with all shifts that resulted with new or revisited concepts of former ideas
and ideals. The aim of this paper is to research ways of how these historical
circumstances and religious transitions influenced images of women, primar-
ily from the Roman cultural milieu in this region; namely ideas and ideals of
their self-representation.

Keywords: image, women, migration, ideas, ideals, Central Balkans

Introduction

Just as migrations of people were affected by historical circumstances, so
too these migrations shaped the cultural history of regions. The territory of
the Central Balkans is one of these regions in which the geographic posi-
tion of the main ancient crossroads led toward the encountering of various
peoples, their heritages, beliefs, ideas and ideals. Very well known histori-
cal events that occurred within the region generated migrations that af-
fected changes within the society which was based upon the strong Roman
heritage.

Since the second half of the 4" century barbarian tribes had been threat-
ened the Danubian limes and Hunic penetration in 441 led to the dev-
astation of major urban centres within the Central Balkan territory.'
The presence of the Goths in the army and their settlement in Pannonia
marked the new ethnic element in an already heterogeneous Roman
state.? A brief restoration of the former glory of the Empire during the
reign of the emperor Justinian was marked with the renovation of urban
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centres, but already at the end of the 6" and in the 7* century an Avar-
ian and Slavic onslaught signified the end of the Roman domination of
this territory.?

Migrations that appeared due to this historical background affected the
demographic image of the Central Balkans region, but migrations of ideas
and ideals that occurred owing to the cross-cultural communication influ-
enced personal beliefs, customs and images, both iconic and mental ones,
that have survived as testimonies of these transitions. Images of Roman
women from the Central Balkan territory can also be interpreted as testi-
monies of these various influences and they correspond with religious and
cultural changes as well.

Migrating Ideas and Ideals in Female Imagery

Migrations with an impact on cross-cultural interchanges already oc-
curred during the reign of the Severian dynasty when the population of
Eastern origin became present in the army and inhabited major urban
centres of the Moesia Superior. These ethnic changes led to the appearance
of religious syncretism, which was noticeable in funerary rites, epigraph-
ic inscriptions, icons or funerary goods.* Traces of Eastern influences and
the possible ethnicity of people from this region are noticeable on the site
“Pec¢ine” from Viminacium, where the sarcophagus of the mummified
woman was discovered, dated to late 3* or the first half of the 4" century;
an exceptional example on the territory of the Central Balkans.® Mum-
mification suggests the Egyptian origin of the deceased woman and pre-
sumes her to be a follower of the Isis cult, although there are not so many
preserved sculptures of this goddess in the region. Discovered artefacts
from her sarcophagus, which include textile fragments with the golden
embroidery, veil or net, leather shoes, earrings with rubies and various
hairpins, suggest the importance of these objects in the female compre-
hension of fashion, as well as the significance as status symbols. On the
other hand, these female accessories, aside from the fact that they were
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part of woman’s everyday life and important for creation of her mental
image within the concept of afterlife, also were present within the female
imagery in various artistic media.’

One of the most representative examples of the use of these fashion-
status symbols can be seen on the portrait of a deceased lady from the
“Pagan tomb” from Viminacium, dated in the middle of the 4" century
(fig. 1).2 This portrait is a typical representation of a noble woman who
wished to be remembered in the majesty of her social status as well as
beauty. On the one hand she is represented with all signs that a digni-
fied matron had; a festive position, a fashionable hairstyle with a net,
valuable jewellery and an ornamentally decorated collar of her tunica as
well as the golden embroidery of her palla.®* This image represents the
ideal of a Roman matron and all of the motifs and symbols in the tomb
suggest her mistress’s role within the idea of the afterlife, but according
to some of the painted motifs that coincide with the abovementioned
funerary goods and stylistic characteristics of the fresco decoration, her
ethnic origin can be related to the East.* The ideal of beauty and ideas
about the beautification in the lives of Roman women were very impor-
tant and on this portrait highlighted with the highest artistic standards,
as well as a finely modelled glass bottle in the lady’s hand (one can note
the suggestion of the function of balsamaria.) Most probably this isolated
symbol can be related to the scene of mistresse’s toilette known from the
Silistra tomb or Projecta’s casket.’ Sometimes this scene of female beauti-
fication is well developed or it could be simplified with a couple of main
attributes, such as balsamaria. The basic idea of beautification rests on the
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idea of the goddess Venus's toilette as it can be seen on Projecta’s casket.
In funerary art this mythological ideal can be associated with the god-
dess Venus only indirectly, through the use of funerary goods that could
contain shells or mother of pearls, or even motifs of Cupids that could
indicate the cult of Venus Funerariae, as well as many of objects associated
with the woman beautification, such as mirrors which were often deco-
rated with the motif of goddess Aphrodite/Venus.®

Objects that were painted as part of the misstressses toillete or funerary
banquet, esspecially those associated with a woman’s beautification or
her noble status are also present as funerary goods. Among them can
be recognized fibulae, jewelry, hair pins, bottles, mirrors, balsamaria,
suggesting the idea that motifs that were painted within the tombs
decorations, actually were present in the earthly life of the deceased
women, pointing to the idea that these women wished to be remem-
bered in the glorious appearance even within the atmosphere of their
domus aeterna.”

The idea of beauty and ideal of beautification over time migrated from
Roman to early Byzantine society and the lives of women, even when
ideals of exemplary Christian life were subordinated to modesty. The
attitude of early Christians toward these Roman-pagan ideals was am-
bivalent. The ideal of portrait as remembrance of the ancestors as well as
the highest way of self representation, self promotion, memory associ-
ated with the apotheosis in one moment was abandoned and a deceased
woman, together with the three deceased men was buried in the “Chris-
tian tomb” from Viminacium, where the Christ monogram was placed
on the western wall of the tomb, once dedicated for portraits of deceased
persons.® These Christians clearly abandoned the earlier pagan view of
death and afterlife, and wished to be identified and remembered by the
idea of resurrection that was glorified under the main Christian symbol.
On the other hand, a woman buried within the lead sarchopagus (G 2047)
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from the western area of the central part of the three conch memoria at
“Pecine” site from Viminacium, suggests the early Christian funerary
practice from the middle of the 4" century.’ Rich funerary material that
includes fragmented textile made of purple brocade and golden embroi-
dery, leather shoes, golden necklace, silver needle used as fibulae, glass
balsamaria and a small wooden spindle, suggest the Eastern origin of the
deceased and the notion that early Christian women were not ready to
abandon some pagan practices that easily, especially those associated
with ideas and ideals of beauty."

Among the funerary goods, wedding rings testified to the most intimate
act in a woman’s life - marriage. This idea of marriage as one of the most
important events in a woman’'s life was the ideal ever known and ever
present in woman’s history. The Christian church took over the Roman
wedding custom with very little changes, with the main things left such
as the signing of the wedding agreement and the act of shaking hands
over the dowry. The art associated with this act also inherited most of
the Roman patterns but was assimilated to the Christian ideas, thus the
scene dextrarum iunctio (fig. 2), sometimes had some Christian symbol
or acclamation, such as vivas in deo, signifying the sacred institution of
marriage."! By the 4™ century this type of ring was common in the West,
and from there it came to Byzantium, while the examples from the Cen-
tral Balkans were in use between the end of the 3™ and middle of the 4™
century.” Since the marriage was the means of achieving another ideal
- maternity, women were represented with their husbands, as wives pre-
pared for their future role. Being a woman meant achieving this biologi-
cally predominated role.

Images of women represented as mothers within the family portraits are
known from objects of everyday use. Even when Christian massages were
incorporated into the image such as an invocation vivas in deo on the glass
bottom from Prahovo (Aquae), the woman within this family portrait is de-
picted with all of the designations of status symbols and with the ideals of
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beauty of a Roman matron (fig. 3).”* On the fragmented brick from Cari¢in
Grad, the depiction of the family portrait is schematized and all the figures
are depicted in the orans position. In the Christian centre such was Cari¢in
Grad, the main ideal of the faithful was expressed with the hands upraised
toward the heavens, while within the ideal of family portraiture the image
of a woman was simplified with a linear drawing closer to the schematic
drawing (fig. 4). In such a picture, only traces of what was once important
for the female self representation were visible: long hair and decorative
dress just determined this woman in her gender role, while all other lines
(for instance of face or body) are the same for all three figures."* As can be
seen in these few examples the ideals of marriage and later maternity were
of greatest importance for ordinary woman, and not only for them, but
for empresses too. Religious changes influenced female lifestyles and thus
their images were subordinated to the new Christian ideals. For Christians
two figures were the most important ideals for this image: the Theotokos
and the mother of the first Christian emperor Constantine, Helena.

According to what is said, feminine images served the aim of their memo-
ry as respectable wives and thus mothers. And that is visible by the funer-
ary goods, as well as portraits in their fresco decorated tombs.

For an ordinary noble woman, who aspired to represent herself in the maj-
esty of her social role, it was necessary to create the most exemplary image
that followed the highest role model of the time - an empress. Imitation
was the imperative. In order to imitate this ideal women used patterns of
successful representation, a profile or an en face solemn image, a hairstyle
with buns, wreaths, nets, diadems, decorative dress, jewellery, anything
that could be a status symbol. All of these marks are noticeable on cameos
with the female idealized representations and sometimes it is very hard
to distinguish these images as standardized representations of empresses
or their imitations (fig. 5)."° Aspirations toward the ideal of the empress
image that at a certain point became the desirable type of image for femi-
nine representations, continued to be dominant in the 5" and 6'" centuries.
These standardized images are known from the objects of everyday use or
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jewelry.'® They are characterized by an en face portrait and schematically
rendered face features, as well as the spiritual look dominated with accen-
tuated eyes, strait hair falling down to the level of the ears, in an overall
impression much more similar to masks than the human faces, as can be
seen on the oil lamp from Pontes (fig. 6)."” What has been left from the pre-
vious glory of idealized but far more realistic image can be recognized in
traces of jewellery, decorative dress or fashionable hairstyle, as can be seen
on the bone plaque of pyxis from Cari¢in Grad, on the image that appears
as the most simplified and stylized ideal of an empress (fig. 7).'®

At the end it should be said that women of non Roman origin appeared as
a strong factor in the acculturation of barbaric tribes into Roman society
during the Migration Period when people of the highest rank of German
origin adopted the Roman way of clothing fashion as their wish to rep-
resent themselves equal to the Roman aristocracy. Grave goods from the
female grave from Ulpiana as well as jewellery from the National Museum
of Belgrade testify to this tendencies."

Conclusion

As a conclusion it can be stated that female images from the 4" to 6" centu-
ries represent the continuity of Roman ideals of fashion and beauty, some-
times achieved in the best artistic manner, sometimes as a fair reflection of
a glorious ancient past. In the 6" century when the Roman state restored
previous borders and thus the glory of the past, female images became
again more frequent prominent, but much more represented as stylized
and standardized versions of the ancient models. Owing to the historical
circumstances it is expected that in the 5" century images of women of
Roman origin lack in production, since the artistic centres were located in
the cities which were mostly destroyed. But on the other hand, foreign ele-
ments that arrived into the culture of this region showed that even women
of German origin aspired toward the look of an empress, and not just any
empress, but the Byzantine one.
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Fig. 1: Portrait of the lady from the “Pagan tomb” from Viminacium (documenta-
tion of the Institute of Archaeology, Belgrade)

Fig. 2: Wedding ring from the National Museum of Belgrade (after: Koncmanmun
Beauxu u Muaancku eduxm 313, 2013, cat. 41)
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Fig. 3: Glass bottom from Prahovo (Aquae), National Museum Belgrade (source:
http://www.narodnimuzej.rs/event/konstantin-veliki-i-milanski-edikt-3 1 3-radjan-
Je-hriscanstva-u-rimskim-provincijama-na-tlu-srbije-2/, accessed 20.09.2013)

Fig. 4: Fragmented brick from Caricin Grad (documentation of the Institute of
Archaeology, Belgrade)
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Fig. 5: Medalion with cameo from Remesiana, National Museum Belgrade (after:
Konemanmun Beauxu u Muaancku eouxm 313, 2013, cat. 50)

Fig. 6: Oil lamp from Pontes (drawing: M. Tapavicki-11ic)
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Fig. 7: Bone plaque of pyxis from Caricin Grad (documentation of the Institute of
Archaeology, Belgrade)
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